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	Hardened Hearts

Most people wouldn't like the acrid smell of lingering cigar smoke. It was the first thing he'd think about when he entered the bar. The cup in his hand had been solely ice for the past half hour, but he was all too satisfied with just staring blankly at the hardwood floor. He looked up at the barkeep as he heard him make his way over. The gruff older man rested his arm on the bar and rubbed his short beard.

"Son, you've come in here nearly every night for the past three weeks. What's eating away at you?" The young man sighed as he took a second to think. He figured it wouldn't hurt to get it off of his chest. The barkeep reached for a glass and began wiping it with a rag.

"My girl, She's… Well." He struggled to speak. He sighed again as he regained his vernacular. "She's pregnant, but it ain't mine." The old man nodded as he absorbed the information. He kept his eyes on the glass mug.

"And you know this for sure? Why do you think so?" The young man swished the ice around in his cup.

"I'm still a virgin." He said bluntly. The old barkeep nodded again. He stared up at the clock that said 1 am. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the wall of drinks behind him.

"It's about time for last call. You take this last one on the house." He said as he poured the young man's glass. He continued to stare at the floor, muttering "thanks" to the old man as he walked off to the other customers. He took a sip from his fresh glass and stared into the amber liquid. The door to the bar opened and his eyes darted over. Another young man walked over to him.

"I knew I'd find you here, Joel." He sat down next to him. "I know you've had a rough few weeks since we've been on leave, but I might've found something to help relax us." Joel looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. "How about we go on a trip?" Joel downed the last of his drink and stared at his friend with an intrigued face.

"I'm following…"

* * *

><p>Joel and David stood in front of the horse stables at the edge of the small, rural town. They'd managed to stumble their way there after landing at the airport. Joel was scratching his head at the sight of the beasts while David had a half grin.<p>

"I'm not complaining," Joel started. "But why horses?" David started for the two horses that had been drawn out for them. Each of his steps had a slight bounce.

"I figured that the silence of the forest would ease our nerves." He patted the maroon colored mare as he whispered to it. Joel approached the second horse as if he were approaching a 500 pound landmine. In the way one would caress a flower, his hand gently rose to touch the white patch on the black horse's face. It had been a long while since he'd felt the comforting fur of a mare. It brought back welcome nostalgia.

"So what's the sit-rep Tex?" Joel said as he stared at his friend. David moved around Joel's horse, scrutinizing every detail of the gentle giant. He lifted one of her back legs and studied the hoof.

"They're healthy. The guy I bought them from is an old friend of mine from Houston." Joel's face twisted in suspicion.  
>"Wait, you <em>bought <em>them?" David nodded as he tested the straps on Joel's saddle. Joel sighed. They were staying here for a few weeks so they probably had to. He figured it couldn't be too bad considering he'd been through much work. David started to strap things onto his saddle. Joel was busy petting his horse to notice. "What are their names anyway?"

David glanced over his shoulder. "Your's is Georgia. This one here's Abilene." He patted the horse's shoulder. David grabbed his backpack and hopped up onto the horse. "Come on. We're burnin daylight." Joel grabbed his and followed suit. David steered his horse down the road and patted her sides with his heels. Joel mimicked the same and the two horses trotted down the pavement.

The buildings around them slowly transitioned into trees. They turned off of the paved road onto a dirt path that led farther into the forest. The distant sounds of cars growing ever farther. The noises of the forest were quite familiar to Joel, and he thought that it had seemed a little too quiet. Hours passed and the sun fell closer to the horizon. The trees eventually dissipated and gave way to an empty lakeside.

David looked up at the horizon and furrowed his eyebrows. "Dammit, I knew we should've left earlier. I guess we'll have to camp here." David hopped down off of his horse. He looked toward the lake and showed a little smile. "Well, there could be worse places."

Joel jumped off of his horse. "Kinda reminds me of the lake back home." He grabbed the axe from his backpack. "I'll be back in a few."

"Hey, don't forget your rifle." David grabbed the rifle by the barrel and handed it to him. Joel took the rifle and slung it over his shoulder. It felt akin to having an old friend at his side. There may have been many like it, but this one was his. He rested rested the head of the hatchet on his shoulder and walked off into the forest.

Joel wandered through the forest inspecting trees. Most of the old oaks were much too large, but there were a few saplings that were nicely sized. He began hacking away, clearly not putting all of his power into the swings. The forest air felt good inside his lungs and became fully absorbed in its scent. He collected the few trees that he felled and hoisted them onto his shoulder.

"Help!" His head darted towards the yell. "Help! Please!"He dropped the wood and axe, his feet digging into the ground and propelling him forward. The trees flew past him as he wove in between, homing in on the cries. The cries became louder and he slowed his sprint. He scanned the trees and saw a small girl clinging to a tree. Leaves were caught in her blue hair and white beanie.

Joel slowly approached her. The determination on his face faded as his eyes softened. "Hey Darling. You ok?" The little girl turned her head to look at Joel. She shot from the tree and latched onto Joel.

"OhmygodthankyousomuchIthoughtIneverwouldhaveseenanotherpersonagainthankyouthankyouthankyou!" Joel knelt down and wrapped his arms around her. He gently patted her head in an attempt to calm her hysterical state.

'Woah, woah. Take it easy. Now tell me, slowly, how you got here." She released herself from him and began rubbing her misty eyes. She reminded Joel of someone whom he couldn't figure out.

"Well, me and my friends were travelling to the next town and I lost them. I kept on walking and walking, but I just made myself more lost." Joel scratched his beard.

"Where were y'all heading anyway?"

"We were heading to Verity Lake." Joel remembered it from the map. A small grin grew on his face.

"It just so happens that my friend and I are camped out there. Come on I'll lead you there." He stood up and reached out to her. "Now, tell me, what's your name?" She grabbed his hand and gingerly shook it.

"My name's Dawn."


End file.
